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Abstract

Objective: Over the past two decades, rates of alcohol use among female students have risen to 

meet or even surpass those seen among males. Yet, little is known about factors that play a role 

in the relationship between drinking motives and alcohol consumption for female college students. 

The present study examines self-esteem as a moderator in the association between categories of 

drinking motives and alcohol use in a sample of female college students.

Method: Participants included 196 female undergraduates who reported drinking alcohol at least 

once in the preceding month (Mage = 19.5 years, 88.8% White) at a northeastern public university. 

Participants completed an online questionnaire assessing self-esteem, drinking motives, and past 

month alcohol use.

Results: Self-esteem was significantly negatively correlated with coping (r=−.40, p<.001) 

and conformity motives (r=−.22, p=.002) but not enhancement or social motives. Main effects 

predicting alcohol use were detected for enhancement (b=1.49, p<.001), coping (b=1.73, p<.001), 

and social motives (b=1.34, p<.001), but not conformity motives or self-esteem. The interaction 

of conformity motives and self-esteem was significant (b=−0.17, p=.04). Simple slopes analyses 

revealed that conformity motives were significantly positively related to alcohol consumption for 

at low (b=1.53, p=.001), but not high levels (b=−0.39, p=.61) of self-esteem. No other interactions 

were significant.

Conclusions: Assisting female college students with increasing their self-esteem may be an 

effective component of intervention programs targeting alcohol consumption, particularly among 

those who report drinking to fit in.
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Introduction

College student alcohol use is of significant concern given the high rates of use and various 

negative associated consequences (Schulenberg et al., 2020). For instance, alcohol use is 

associated with missing classes, lower grades, and higher rates of interpersonal aggression 
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(Barnett et al., 2014; Hingson et al., 2016; Thompson et al., 2017). Further, more than 1,500 

college student deaths are attributable to alcohol use each year (Hingson et al., 2017). Much 

of what is known about college student alcohol use is based on male students given that they 

have historically drank more and experienced greater consequences (Engs & Hanson, 1990; 

Hammer & Pape, 1997). However, over the past two decades, rates of alcohol use among 

female students have risen to meet or even surpass those seen among males (Kypri et al., 

2005; Schulenberg et al., 2020). Female students are also at greater risk for experiencing 

certain alcohol-related consequences (e.g., sexual victimization, alcohol-related illness, 

blackouts; Abbey, 2002; Barnett et al., 2014; Nolen-Hoeksema, 2004; Sugarman et al., 

2009). Thus, investigations that increase our understanding of factors that may mitigate risk 

for hazardous alcohol use among female college students are greatly needed.

Drinking motives, or individuals’ self-reported reasons for drinking alcohol, have been 

found to be robustly related to college student alcohol use. They are most often 

conceptualized using Cooper’s (2004) framework, which includes four categories: (1) 

enhancement (i.e., drinking to induce, increase, or maintain positive affect); (2) coping 

(i.e., drinking to ameliorate negative affect); (3) social lubrication (i.e., drinking to enhance 

social situations and make them more enjoyable); and (4) conformity (i.e., drinking because 

others are drinking, or to fit in). Overall, these motives are important proximal predictors of 

quantity of alcohol consumption, development and maintenance of drinking behaviors, and 

risk for experiencing negative alcohol-related consequences among college students (Carey 

& Correia, 1997; Cooper, 1994; Cooper et al., 1995; Crutzen et al., 2013; Merrill et al., 

2014; Read et al., 2003). In general, endorsement of enhancement motives has been linked 

to risky or heavy drinking (Cooper et al., 2016b; Kuntsche et al., 2005), coping motives 

have been linked to later alcohol-related problems (Merrill et al., 2014), and social motives 

have been linked to greater alcohol consumption (Van Damme et al., 2013). Investigations 

into conformity motives are mixed, whereby some studies have found that endorsement 

of conformity motives is linked to greater alcohol use and related problems (Merrill & 

Read, 2010), and others find no such association (Crutzen et al., 2013; Kuntsche & Cooper, 

2010). Additionally, coping motives have been linked to hazardous drinking for female, 

but not male college students (O’Brien et al., 2008), and evidence suggests that females 

are more likely to use alcohol to manage their emotional states than are males (mapping 

on to Cooper’s emotion-driven enhacement and coping motives; Nolen-Hoeksema, 2012). 

However, the associations between alcohol use and enhancement, social, and conformity 

drinking motives have not been examined specifically among female college students. Given 

the malleable nature of drinking motives (Blevins & Stephens, 2016; Watt et al., 2006), 

the identification of factors influencing their association with alcohol use may give rise to 

efficacious ways to target them in unique ways for females.

One factor that may be protective against hazardous alcohol use is self-esteem, defined as 

an individual’s self-perception and evaluation of his or her own self-worth (Gray-Little et 

al., 1997). Various theories of self-esteem have been put forth which might help to explain 

the link between self-esteem and drinking motives and alcohol consumption. For instance, 

self-determination theory suggests that people are motivated by three universal needs – 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness – and that one’s self-esteem is in part based on the 

extent to which an individual believes that these needs have been met for them (Deci & 
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Ryan, 1980, 2004). Similarly, sociometer theory suggests that people have an innate need to 

belong, and that self-esteem acts as a barometer of one’s perceived ability to belong (Leary, 

2005; Leary & Baumeister, 2000). On the other hand, terror management theory suggest 

that self-esteem serves to buffer against anxiety (Greenberg et al., 1986). It is possible that, 

under any of these theories, self-esteem might serve to increase or decrease the likelihood 

that individuals will drink alcohol in response to various motives. For instance, it may be 

that when one’s self-esteem is lower because their need for relatedness is not being met, 

they might be more likely to drink alcohol in response to conformity or social motives. Or it 

may be that individuals with low self-esteem might be motivated to drink alcohol to buffer 

anxiety and other negative states because their level of self-esteem alone is not sufficient to 

meet this need. Investigations focusing on the role of self-esteem in drinking motives and 

alcohol use are needed to examine the utility of these theoretical explanations.

A limited body of empirical work has examined the relation between self-esteem and 

endorsement of drinking motives and alcohol consumption. Some work has found that self-

esteem based on the perception of living in accordance with one’s values (i.e., morally-based 

self-esteem) is significantly associated with decreased endorsement of drinking motives 

(Lewis et al., 2007), while self-esteem based on other people’s appraisals (i.e., contingent 

self-esteem) is positively associated with endorsement of all four categories of drinking 

motives and with frequency of alcohol use (Neighbors et al., 2004). Yet, global self-esteem 

(i.e., an individual’s overall positive or negative attitude towards the self in its’ totality as 

measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale; Rosenberg et al., 1995) has been broadly 

linked to positive health outcomes, including reduction in alcohol use. For example, prior 

literature suggests that positive self-esteem is protective against the effects of trauma and 

gender discrimination among females (Kucharska, 2018) and is more protective against 

depressive symptoms for females compared to males (Moksnes & Espnes, 2012). With 

respect to alcohol use in particular, other literature has found that higher levels of global 

self-esteem is associated with later initiation of alcohol use (Patrick & Schulenberg, 2010; 

Richardson et al., 2013; Veselska et al., 2009) and with decreased alcohol consumption and 

increased perception of risks of alcohol use (Crocker, 2002; Luhtanen & Crocker, 2002; 

Luhtanen & Crocker, 2005). Moreover, an association has been found between self-esteem 

and alcohol consumption amongst female college students, in particular (Blank et al., 2016; 

Neumann et al., 2009). For instance, Walitzer and Sher (1996), found that self-esteem was 

prospectively associated with alcohol use across the college years for female students but not 

for male students. While morally-based and contingent self-esteem specifically have been 

examined in relation to drinking motives and alcohol consumption separately, no work to 

date has examined the role of global self-esteem in the association between each drinking 

motive and alcohol consumption in female college students, despite evidence that global 

self-esteem is related to alcohol consumption for females only.

In summary, specific types of self-esteem (i.e., morally-based self-esteem, contingent self-

esteem) have been linked to endorsement of all four types of drinking motives (i.e., 

enhancement, social, conformity, and coping), which in turn represent strong predictors 

of alcohol consumption. Global self-esteem has been linked to alcohol consumption, but 

no work has examined how global self-esteem might influence the associations between 

each drinking motive and alcohol consumption among female college students. Given the 
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aforementioned gaps in the literature, the purpose of the present study was to explore the 

role of self-esteem in the association between drinking motives and alcohol use in a sample 

of female college students. We hypothesized that higher self-esteem would be associated 

with lower scores on all categories of motives for drinking as well as decreased alcohol 

consumption. Further, we hypothesized that self-esteem would moderate the association 

between drinking motives and alcohol consumption, such that the relation would be 

significant among those with low, but not high, self-esteem.

Materials and Methods

Participants and Procedures

The present study is a secondary analysis of data drawn from a larger study examining 

the role of positive affect on the relationship between college student stress and alcohol 

use (Schick et al., in press). See Table 1 for the sample’s demographic characteristics. 

Participants were drawn from a sample of 350 undergraduate students enrolled at a 

state university in New England. Potential participants were recruited through online 

advertisements in classes, and those interested in participating provided informed consent 

and completed a survey on Qualtrics (data collection platform). The survey took 

approximately 30 minutes to complete, and participants did not receive compensation for 

completing the survey. All procedures were approved by the university Institutional Review 

Board. For the purpose of the present study, we excluded those participants who did not 

identify as female and/or did not report past-month alcohol use (n = 154). Thus, the final 

sample consisted of 196 female students who reported having had at least one alcoholic 

drink in the past month.

Measures

Drinking motives were measured using the Drinking Motives Questionnaire – Revised 

(DMQ-R; Cooper, 1994). The DMQ-R contains 20 self-report items across four subscales 

(i.e., enhancement, coping, social, and conformity) measured with five possible response 

options (1 = almost never/never, 5 = almost always/always). Subscale scores are created 

by summing appropriate items, with higher scores indicating more frequent endorsement 

of drinking due to each motive. Cronbach’s alphas in the present study were good, α = 

.87, .87, .90, and .86 for the enhancement, coping, social, and conformity motive subscales, 

respectively.

Self-esteem was measured using the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosenberg, 

1965), a 10-item self-report measure of self-worth including positive (e.g. “I take a positive 

attitude toward myself”) and negative (e.g. “I certainly feel useless at times”) feelings about 

oneself. Participants rated each item in terms of how they generally felt about themselves 

on a Likert-type scale with 4 possible response options (1 = strongly disagree, 4 = strongly 
agree). Negative items were reverse coded, and scores were totaled, with higher scores 

indicating greater self-esteem. Cronbach’s alpha in the current sample was excellent, α = 

.90.
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Alcohol consumption was measured using the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and 

Alcoholism recommended Six Question Set (2003), which includes open-ended questions 

about past month frequency of alcohol use and quantity of drinks consumed. For the present 

analyses, the items regarding drinking frequency (i.e. “in the past month, on average how 

many days did you drink alcohol?”) was multiplied by drinking quantity (i.e. “in the past 

month, on average how many drinks did you have each time you drank?”) to create a total 

consumption score reflecting approximate number of alcoholic drinks consumed per month, 

a derived score which has been used previously in extant research (Beard et al., 2019; Lima 

et al., 2005). Higher total scores reflect greater alcohol consumption.

Analytic Strategy

All analyses for the present study were conducted in IBM SPSS Statistics v.26. First, 

descriptive statistics, frequencies, and Pearson product-moment correlations were examined 

to assess for assumptions (Harlow, 2014; Tabachnick et al., 2007). Next, four linear 

regression analyses tested whether self-esteem moderated the relationship between drinking 

motives and alcohol consumptions using the PROCESS SPSS macro as recommended 

by Hayes (2018). The PROCESS macro uses bootstrapping and ordinary least squares 

(OLS) regression to estimate model coefficients, conferring more statistical power than 

standard approaches of statistical inference (Hayes, 2018). Each of the drinking motives 

and self-esteem were mean-centered and product terms were created for each interaction. 

Bootstrapping was done with 5,000 random samples generated from the observed covariance 

matrix to estimate significance values and 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Finally, simple 

slopes analyses were conducted for all significant interactions; the relation between drinking 

motives and alcohol consumption was probed at high (one SD above the mean) and low (one 

SD below the mean) levels of self-esteem (Hayes, 2018).

Supplementary analyses tested whether self-esteem moderated the relationship between 

each of the drinking motives and alcohol consumption in one linear regression model to 

account for shared variance between the motives. Then, all nonsignificant interaction terms 

were removed from the model to increase model parsimony. For significant interactions, 

simple slopes analyses were conducted; the relation between drinking motives and alcohol 

consumption was probed at high (one SD above the mean) and low (one SD below the 

mean) levels of self-esteem (Hayes, 2018).

Results

Scores for primary variables of interest were approximately normally distributed based on 

established guidelines that absolute values of skewness > 2 and kurtosis > 4 indicate non-

normality (Kim, 2013; West et al., 1995). See Table 2 for all bivariate correlations among 

variables of interest. Pearson product-moment correlations revealed a significant positive 

correlation between alcohol consumption and enhancement (r = .40, p < .001), coping (r 
= .39, p < .001), social (r = .34, p < .001), and conformity (r = .19, p = .01) motives. 

Further, self-esteem was significantly negatively correlated with coping (r = −.40, p < .001) 

and conformity (r = −.22, p = .002) drinking motives, but was not significantly related to 
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enhancement or social drinking motives. Self-esteem was not significantly associated with 

alcohol consumption.

Moderation analyses examined the main and interactive effects of each category of drinking 

motives and self-esteem on alcohol consumption, as summarized in Table 3. Significant 

main effects were detected for enhancement (b = 1.49, SE = 0.25, p < .001), coping (b = 

1.73, SE = 0.31, p < .001), and social (b = 1.34, SE = 0.26, p < .001), but not conformity 

drinking motives. In each model, self-esteem was not significantly associated with alcohol 

consumption. The interaction between conformity motives and self-esteem was significant 

(b = −0.17, SE = 0.08, p = .04). As illustrated in Figure 1, analysis of simple slopes revealed 

that conformity motives were significantly positively related to alcohol consumption for 

those with low levels of self-esteem (b = 1.53, SE = 0.46, p = .001), but were not significant 

at high levels of self-esteem (b = −0.39, SE = 0.76, p = .61).

Supplementary analyses examined the interaction of drinking motives by self-esteem when 

entered into one model; the overall model with all interactions was significant, F(9, 187) 

= 6.143, R2 = 0.24, p < .001. To increase parsimony of the model, we removed all 

nonsignificant interactions and re-ran the model; results are summarized in Table 4. The 

adjusted overall model remained significant, F(6, 187) = 9.016, R2 = 0.23, p < .001. 

Significant main effects were detected for coping drinking motives (β = .24, b = 0.94, SE = 

0.36, p = .01), but not for enhancement, social, or conformity motives; self-esteem was also 

not significantly associated with alcohol consumption. The interaction between conformity 

motives and self-esteem was significant (β = −.17, b = −0.17, SE = 0.07, p = .02); 

however, when controlling for other drinking motives, analysis of simple slopes revealed 

that conformity motives were not significantly positively related to alcohol consumption at 

low (β = .12, b = 0.65, SE = 0.46, p = .15) or high levels of self-esteem (β = −.24, b = −1.27, 

SE = 0.72, p = .08).

Discussion

The goal of the present study was to extend previous research by examining self-esteem 

as a moderator of the association between drinking motives and alcohol consumption in 

a sample of female undergraduate students. Consistent with previous research findings, 

all four categories of drinking motives were significantly positively correlated with 

alcohol consumption (Cooper et al., 2016a; Crutzen et al., 2013). Further, at the bivariate 

level, high self-esteem was significantly associated with lower endorsement of coping 

and conformity motives for drinking but was not significantly associated with alcohol 

consumption, enhancement motives, or social motives. These bivariate findings regarding 

the significant association between self-esteem and conformity motives are consistent with 

self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1980, 2004) and sociometer theories (Leary, 2005; Leary 

& Baumeister, 2000) of self-esteem, while the significant association between self-esteem 

and coping motives is consistent with terror management theories of self-esteem (Greenberg 

et al., 1986). Our primary analyses found that self-esteem moderated the link between 

conformity motives and alcohol consumption, such that this association was significant for 

individuals with low but not high self-esteem. Self-esteem did not significantly moderate the 

relationship between any other drinking motives and alcohol consumption. Prior literature 
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has suggested that conformity motives are strongly associated with drinking in situations 

where there may be greater pressure to conform, such as at parties or with other students 

who drink (Cooper, 1994; Corbin et al., 2011; Lewis et al., 2008). These findings are 

consistent with self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1980, 2004) and sociometer theories of 

self-esteem (Leary, 2005; Leary & Baumeister, 2000) suggesting that drinking motives 

relating to belonging with others might be particularly salient for individuals with low self-

esteem and with literature that found drinking to avoid aversive negative states or outcomes 

(e.g. social pressure, awkwardness, or rejection) is most common among females (Nolen-

Hoeksema, 2004, 2012) and among individuals who report lower self-esteem (Cooper et 

al., 2016b; Stewart & Devine, 2000). These findings may also reflect literature suggesting 

that individuals with low levels of self-esteem may be more prone to conformity (Uslu, 

2013), such as in situations where they experience peer pressure to drink alcohol. Perhaps 

female students with higher self-esteem, as compared to those lower in self-esteem, are 

more likely to identify and engage in protective behavioral strategies (e.g., drinking water in 

between alcoholic drinks) while around others who are drinking, which leads to consuming 

less alcohol (Zeigler-Hill et al., 2012). These findings suggest it is important to assess 

self-esteem among female college students who are referred for alcohol use treatment 

and who report “drinking to fit in,” as increasing self-esteem may help reduce alcohol 

consumption. For those who report lower self-esteem, therapeutic interventions such as 

cognitive-behavioral strategies (e.g., challenging negative automatic thoughts about oneself) 

that target self-esteem could confer benefits with respect to reducing alcohol consumption 

because individuals do not feel as though they have to drink to fit in (Emler, 2001). Indeed, 

a cognitive-behavioral therapy approach designed specifically for use with females and with 

an explicit focus on boosting self-confidence (similar to self-esteem) has been found to be 

effective in assisting women in reducing their alcohol consumption (Epstein et al., 2018a; 

Epstein et al., 2018c). Alternatively, interventions such as Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy (ACT) may be useful to target alcohol use for individuals with low self-esteem, as 

mindful acceptance has been found to buffer the effects of low self-esteem on mental health 

outcomes, such as depression (Michalak et al., 2011). Further, ACT has been found to result 

in significant improvements in self-esteem among individuals who are seeking treatment for 

substance use (Luoma et al., 2008b). The utility of such programming should be tested with 

college females in particular, as previous investigations into their efficacy have used samples 

largely comprised of older women (e.g., Epstein et al., 2018b; Epstein et al., 2018c; Luoma 

et al., 2008a) and mixed-gender samples (e.g., Luoma et al., 2008a).

While there were significant bivariate associations, self-esteem was not a significant 

moderator of the association between coping motives and alcohol consumption. The finding 

that high self-esteem is correlated with lower endorsement of drinking to ameliorate negative 

affective states is consistent with previous literature. Individuals with higher self-esteem 

are more likely to perceive difficult situations as controllable and are more able to identify 

and utilize effective strategies aimed at changing the cause of a problem (Dodgson & 

Wood, 1998) rather than using alcohol use to cope. Perhaps self-esteem was able to 

buffer the effects of conformity motives (which are inherently social in nature), but did 

not buffer against coping motives (which are more internally driven or more driven by 

psychopathology; Cooper, 1994; Cooper et al., 2016b) because of differing sources from 
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which students derive their self-esteem. For instance, students may be more likely to 

derive their self-esteem from interpersonal sources (i.e., other people’s evaluations of 

them; Neighbors et al., 2004) than intrapersonal (i.e., their own personal evaluations of 

themselves) sources; previous work has suggested that the sources of self-esteem may 

relate differentially to each drinking motive and alcohol consumption (Lewis et al., 2007; 

Neighbors et al., 2004; Schick et al., 2020a). Thus, future work should evaluate various 

sources of self-esteem simultaneously as they relate to drinking motives and alcohol 

consumption to parse out these associations more fully, as efforts to increase self-esteem 

stemming from internal self-evaluations may be more protective against coping motives 

and alcohol consumption than self-esteem as a broad construct. Alternatively, other factors 

(e.g., psychopathology) may influence the associations of coping motives, alcohol use, and 

self-esteem. For instance, depressive symptoms have been found to significantly increase 

risk for drinking to cope among college students (Holt et al., 2013), and among female 

students in particular (Kenney et al., 2015). Depressive symptoms has also been robustly 

linked to low self-esteem (Orth & Robins, 2013). Future work should examine how such 

pathology may be influencing these associations for female college students.

Lastly, the finding that self-esteem was not significantly correlated with either enhancement 

or social motives for drinking was somewhat surprising given previous literature finding 

significant associations between all drinking motives and self-esteem (for a review, see 

Cooper et al., 2016b). These discrepant findings may also be related to individuals’ sources 

of self-esteem or may be related to characteristics of the samples under investigations. For 

instance, students who evaluate themselves positively may not be highly motivated to drink 

alcohol to improve social situations, whereas those whose self-esteem is based on how they 

believe others to perceive them may be motivated to drink in such situations, as they believe 

it will act as a “social lubricant” (Monahan & Lannutti, 2000). Further, in light of previous 

research suggesting that self-esteem may be better conceptualized as a multidimensional 

construct rather than unidimensional (as is measured by the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale; 

Schick et al., 2020a; Swaim & Wayman, 2004; Young et al., 1989), it is possible that 

enhancement and social motives are more strongly related to specific types of self-esteem 

rather than to self-esteem more globally. For instance, previous work found that self-esteem 

derived from intrapersonal sources (e.g., “I like myself”) was protective against alcohol 

use, whereas self-esteem derived from interpersonal sources (e.g., “Other people like me”) 

confers risk for alcohol consumption (Schick et al., 2020a). The finding that different types 

of self-esteem have opposite relations with alcohol use suggests that there may be some 

suppression effect at play when self-esteem is measured globally. Future research is needed 

to continue to elucidate these associations, including through examination of the relations 

among specific facets of self-esteem and enhancement and social motives. Alternatively, 

in light of extant literature suggesting that global self-esteem is only related to alcohol 

consumption for females, it may be that enhancement and social motives are more important 

to understand male students’ alcohol use, and that these motives are less relevant for female 

students. Indeed, previous literature suggests that college males are more likely to endorse 

both enhancement and social motives for drinking compared to their female peers (Ham et 

al., 2009; Kuntsche et al., 2005; Wild et al., 2001). Additional work is needed to continue to 

examine for whom and in what contexts these associations may be most relevant, including 
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through examination of individuals representing various sex and gender groups (i.e., both 

males and females, but also including members of minoritized sex and gender groups) as 

they may have important implications for intervention targets.

These findings should be considered within the context of the study’s limitations. Firstly, 

the cross-sectional and correlational nature of the data precludes determination of the 

precise nature and direction of the relationships under investigation. Future work should 

incorporate prospective, longitudinal designs to better examine the temporal relations among 

these variables. Second, the drinking motives included in the present study alone do not 

fully explain female college students’ alcohol consumption (evidenced by the somewhat 

small correlations among drinking motives and alcohol consumption in the present study). 

Indeed, there are other factors known to be associated with alcohol use that were not 

included in the present study (e.g., alcohol expectancies, coping strategies, mental health 

symptomatology; Boden & Fergusson, 2011; Hasking & Oei, 2002). Third, it is worth 

noting that the data collected in the parent study assessed participant sex (e.g., male/female) 

only and did not include measurement of participant gender. Throughout this manuscript, 

we refer to our participants as female, but use terms regarding gender (e.g., women) 

when the literature we cite used this language in an attempt to avoid the conflation 

of sex and gender and in recognition that they constitute separate constructs. However, 

future research should rigorously measure both sex and gender to avoid perpetuating their 

conflation and to characterize the sample under investigation more accurately. Further, 

these data were based entirely on individual’s self-report, which may be influenced by 

ability and/or willingness to respond accurately. It is possible that our sample (comprised 

of largely first year college students under the legal drinking age) may have misreported 

the frequency or amount they were drinking because they were concerned about legal 

ramifications of reporting alcohol use, or because they believed that reporting less alcohol 

use would be socially desirable, which may have influenced study results (Van de Mortel, 

2008). Next, the present study did not include a measure of alcohol-related problems, 

which are more strongly related to certain drinking motives (i.e., coping motives; Merrill 

et al., 2014), and are an important area for future research. Finally, the use of a single 

college sample made up of largely first-year students precludes the ability to generalize 

findings to the general population and potentially to other universities. Yet, examination 

of the associations among college females in particular is important in light of historic 

inequalities in psychology research. While female participants are increasingly represented 

in research more recently, they have historically not been adequately included as participants 

in seminal psychological research (Denmark & Zarbiv, 2017; Schick et al., 2020b), which 

introduces bias and increases the risk that clinical recommendations stemming from research 

is not sufficiently considerate of potential sex-specific factors (Howard et al., 2017). Studies 

specifically focusing on females remain few and far between despite the unique challenges 

experienced by females (e.g., certain consequences related to alcohol use; Barnett et al., 

2014; Sugarman et al., 2009). Additionally, our sample being comprised primarily of 

first-year college students may have contributed to the unique role of self-esteem that we 

observed in the association between conformity motives and alcohol use. It may be that 

conformity motives are particularly important for first-year students, as it may be the first 

time that students are in certain drinking contexts. Thus, self-esteem may be particularly 
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important for female college students in their first year. It will be important for future 

research to examine these associations in a more diverse, non-college sample, especially 

with a more representative racial/ethnic distribution to understand for whom self-esteem 

is related to alcohol consumption and drinking motives more fully. Further, future work 

may benefit from looking more specifically at groups of college students based on drinking 

characteristics, such as heavy-drinking female students.

Despite these limitations, findings of the present study improve our understanding of the role 

of self-esteem in the association between drinking motives and alcohol consumption among 

female college students. Specifically, our results suggest that that self-esteem buffers against 

the effects of conformity motives for drinking, such that the association between these 

motives and alcohol consumption is only significant for those reporting low self-esteem. 

Thus, assisting female college students with increasing their self-esteem may be an effective 

component of prevention and intervention programs targeting alcohol consumption.
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Figure 1. 
Conformity Motives by Self-Esteem Interaction for Alcohol Consumption
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Table 1

Sample Demographic Characteristics

M (SD) Range n (%)

Age 19.48 (2.04) 18–40

Hispanic 8 (4.1%)

Race/Ethnicity

  American Indian/Alaskan Native 2 (1.0%)

  Asian 6 (3.1%)

  Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 1 (0.5%)

  Black or African American 3 (1.5%)

  White 174 (88.8%)

  Multiracial 10 (5.1%)

Year in college

  1st Year/Freshman 92 (46.9%)

  2nd Year/Sophomore 49 (25.0%)

  3rd Year/Junior 27 (13.8%)

  4th Year/Senior 23 (11.7%)

  Other 5 (3.6%)

Past 30-day alcohol use

  Drinking days 5.54 (4.63) 1–27

  Drinks per drinking day 3.41 (1.89) 0.5–13

Note. Percentages reported are valid percentages to account for missing data.
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Table 2

Descriptive Data and Intercorrelations Among Study Variables of Interest

1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Enhancement motives -

2. Coping motives .55*** -

3. Social motives .71*** .47*** -

4. Conformity motives .29*** .36*** .39*** -

5. Self-esteem −.02 −.40*** .03 −.22** -

6. Alcohol Consumption .40*** .39*** .34*** .19* −.08 -

M 13.84 10.61 16.15 7.52 28.58 20.18

SD 5.42 5.06 5.41 3.77 5.73 20.05

Range 5 – 25 5 – 25 5 – 25 5 – 25 10 – 40 0.5 – 100

Note:

*
p < .05,

**
p < .01,

***
p < .001 (two-tailed).

Subst Use Misuse. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 April 08.



A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

Schick et al. Page 18

Table 3

Interactions of Each Category of Drinking Motives by Self-Esteem for Alcohol Consumption

b SE t p 95% CI

Enhancement motives

 Constant 20.00 1.33 15.04 <.001 17.37, 22.62

 Self-esteem −0.21 0.24 −0.88 .38 −0.67, 0.26

 Enhancement motives 1.49 0.25 6.07 <.001 1.01, 1.98

 Self-esteem X enhancement motives −0.01 0.04 −0.32 .75 −0.09, 0.07

Coping motives

 Constant 20.19 1.44 14.01 <.001 17.35, 23.03

 Self-esteem 0.37 0.26 1.45 .15 −0.13, 0.88

 Coping motives 1.73 0.31 5.56 <.001 1.11, 2.34

 Self-esteem X coping motives 0.01 0.05 0.30 .76 −0.08, 0.11

Social motives

 Constant 20.08 1.36 14.79 <.001 17.40, 22.76

 Self-esteem −0.30 0.24 −1.25 .21 −0.77, 0.17

 Social motives 1.34 0.26 5.24 <.001 0.84, 1.85

 Self-esteem X social motives −0.02 0.04 −0.54 .59 −0.11, 0.06

Conformity motives

 Constant 19.38 1.46 13.31 <.001 16.50, 22.25

 Self-esteem −0.29 0.26 −1.09 .28 −0.81, 0.23

 Conformity motives 0.57 0.43 1.32 .19 −0.28, 1.42

 Self-esteem X conformity motives −0.17 0.08 −2.11 .04 −0.32, −0.01

Note. Bolded typeface indicates significance at the p < .05 level.
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Table 4

Analyses Examining Interaction of All Drinking Motives by Self-Esteem for Alcohol Consumption

β b SE t p 95% CI

Constant 19.27 1.35 14.26 <.001 [16.60, 21.94]

Self-esteem −.004 −0.02 0.27 −0.05 .96 [−0.55, 0.52]

Enhancement motives .18 0.67 0.37 1.82 .07 [−0.06, 1.40]

Coping motives .24 0.94 0.36 2.59 .01 [0.22, 1.65]

Social motives .11 0.42 0.37 1.14 .26 [−0.31, 1.15]

Conformity motives −.06 −0.31 0.43 −0.71 .48 [−1.15, 0.54]

Self-esteem X conformity motives −.17 −0.17 0.07 −2.29 .02 [−0.31, −0.02]

Note. Bolded typeface indicates significance at the p < .05 level.
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